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CHAPTER 1

The tiny dinosaur’s head emerged, peering with its beady eyes at the modern world. At first glance its body seemed covered in translucent scales, but on closer inspection the scales revealed themselves to be tiny fragments of glass, each one rounded as if by the motions of the sea. The creature was entangled in string. A muscular tail poked out, adorned with a postage stamp. Wherever this dinosaur was going, it was getting there by first-class mail.

Lena Szarka gave the statue a quick dust, careful not to disturb the string or the stamp. Even if it looked messy by her high standards, everything had to be just as the artist had crafted it: Pietro Agnoletti insisted on it when he hired her to clean the Agnoletti Archer Gallery in Islington. It didn’t matter how ridiculous Lena found the apparent works of genius. Her professional reputation depended on it.

Lena began to dust a hedgehog crafted from rusty nails. ‘“Tormented Illusions” is a victory!’ declared Pietro, standing behind her. ‘It is our best exhibition for years.’

It took a moment for Lena to realise Pietro wasn’t speaking to her. Instead he was orating to an imaginary crowd, likely practising for the reception this evening.

‘Today you will sell this animal, maybe?’ she suggested, hopefully.

‘Putting together an exhibition is like painting a masterpiece,’ Pietro continued, full of rapture. ‘Each painting is a brush stroke. They must all be different, but each must work with its neighbour to create a beautiful whole, a “Tormented Illusion”.’

Lena wished that she could clean the tetanus-trap hedgehog in peace. She had been delighted when she’d landed this client for her new agency, Lena’s Cleaners, but the combination of the delicate and dangerous sculptures, the terrifying price tags and Pietro’s constant orating was starting to make her wish she’d upped her rates.

‘This will be the exhibition that will see A Study in Purple find its place in the heart of a discerning buyer,’ said Pietro, gesturing to the fiercely priced painting that dominated the right-hand wall. ‘And we are lucky enough to have the immensely talented artist, Trudy Weincamp, here this evening to tell you how she came to paint this delight. This whole exhibition has been built around her work of genius.’ Pietro paused, and looked to the painting. ‘Her larger pieces dominate a room in the MOMA,’ he continued. ‘But we have A Study in Purple right here in Islington. Her work is iconic. How often can you buy an icon for £84,000?’

Lena still couldn’t believe something that didn’t have three bedrooms and an acre of land could cost that kind of money.

Pietro’s phone rang. He stopped practising and disappeared into the gallery’s small office. Lena breathed a sigh of relief and got on with her cleaning. She ran her cotton duster over the top of an enormous clay eyeball, casting its judgemental gaze over A Study in Purple from its home in the middle of the gallery. Lena stood back for a moment, trying to appreciate what could cause this painting to be so valuable. It was about a metre square, and she knew from the small sign next to it that it was oils on canvas. But when she stared at it, all she saw was a mess of interlocking red circles and giant blue tadpoles battling it out to fill a purple triangle.

She shook her head and gently dusted the top of the frame. As she did so, she surprised a spider, which disappeared behind the painting. Although she had nothing against spiders, cobwebs were a definite no for Lena, certainly not on the night of the gallery reception. Carefully she levered the painting away from the wall and reached her duster around the back. She tutted at the rust that was on the tacks behind it – one had a pattern that reminded her of an elephant waving his trunk. The spider scuttled away from her. Lena carefully allowed the painting to rest back against the wall and went in pursuit of the spider. It was too fast for her and she let it escape to a tidy hiding place. She went to the store cupboard instead to fetch the mop.

She needed to find more clients, she thought to herself for the hundredth time that week. Since her mother had insisted on her hiring a cousin who’d left Hungary and found herself adrift in London, it had become hard for Lena to find enough work for the two of them to do. Her little cleaning agency was small and new, and was really only meant to be her for the moment.

Simon pushed open the door. His shoes squeaked on the exposed wooden floorboards.

‘Why didn’t you tell me Trudy Weincamp was coming?’ he said. ‘I’m supposed to be the manager of this gallery, yet I had to find out from a client! Oh, it’s you,’ he added, seeing that Lena was alone. ‘Where’s Pietro?’

‘I tweeted it last week,’ said Pietro, emerging from the office. ‘How you think you can manage a gallery without even having a Twitter account, I’ve no idea.’

‘I see you every day,’ said Simon. ‘You could have told me.’

‘It’s quite a coup, getting her here to our little gallery. I know you think I was mad for snapping up In Purple two years ago, and you’re right it is taking a while to sell. But you’ll be eating your words after tonight!’

‘We’re not ready for an artist like Trudy to see it here,’ said Simon. Lena looked at him. He was pale and always looked a picture of misery. Even his voice sounded grey. ‘It’s not hung right. It can’t breathe in that horrible ebony frame you use for all the paintings.’

‘Stop fussing,’ said Pietro. ‘I know these receptions aren’t your thing, but this will be our best yet. Everyone’s coming. I’ve prepared a killer of an introduction. Sebastian’s is catering. My wife has a new dress. All will be well.’

‘But the walls are the wrong shade of white,’ continued Simon, ‘like I keep telling you. They need to have more grey to offset the brightness of the colours. What will Trudy think of us?’

‘Leave Trudy to me,’ said Pietro with a wink. ‘Remember when she visited our art school?’

Lena began to dust an enormous Perspex foot with a Campbell’s Soup label stuck to its heel. The ground floor was her favourite part of the gallery. The basement had a few paintings displayed, but more in messy piles still covered in bubble wrap, and collections of frames and assortments of odds and ends yet to be fitted to their perfect pictures. She’d tried to rearrange it more neatly but Pietro insisted a little chaos was the sign of a good gallery. Upstairs, the first floor was dedicated to paintings, sculptures and handmade ornaments, all of butterflies. It was furnished with two sofas, a coffee table and a selection of art books. Pietro called it his chrysalis lounge. But this long room on the ground floor was definitely the smartest. She liked working at the back of the room best. When it rained, she could hear the pitter-patter of the drops on the glass roof, marking out time in irregular rhythms. And with the exception of the hedgehog, it was by far the easiest to clean.

Lena went to the kitchen and filled the bucket with water, squirting in her homemade wooden-floor cleaner: vinegar with a dash of ylang ylang for the scent. She didn’t know whether they would succeed in selling that painting, but the floors would be as clean as hundred-year-old wood could hope to get.

Pietro gave A Study in Purple an approving look. ‘I knew buying this masterpiece was the right thing to do,’ he said, breaking Lena’s reverie. ‘It’s genius. Just look at the vibrancy of the colours, the vivacious energy, the redolence of the symbolism. It’s a celebration of creation, of life itself, yet at the same time death is present. I’m not sure I can bear to part with it. The sense of movement is divine.’ He shut his eyes for a moment, swaying in time to a silent music. ‘I can practically see the brush strokes dancing.’

Lena looked back at the painting. It just sat there. Perfectly still.

Pietro, however, was far from still. He twirled round, knocking the mop from Lena’s hand. It flew towards A Study in Purple. Lena, heart in her mouth, leapt in an attempt to catch it but she was too late. It struck the frame with a sickening thump of wood on wood, sounding like an instrument Lena had briefly learned to play in nursery school. Water from the upturned bucket flooded the floor.

‘Leaner!’ shouted Pietro, rhyming her name, as he always did, with cleaner. ‘The painting!’ He rushed towards it.

‘Keep still,’ commanded Lena, having a vision of Pietro slipping in the water and breaking his neck. He obeyed. ‘And my name is Lay-na.’ She was starting to think that calling her agency Lena’s Cleaners was a mistake. The British seemed much too fond of a rhyme.

Lena stepped carefully towards the painting. The mop had only struck the frame, leaving a tiny indent.

‘I can’t look,’ said Pietro, his hands over his eyes. ‘Is the painting ruined?’

‘The painting is fine,’ said Lena. ‘There is only a mark on the frame,’ she said. ‘A tiny mark.’

Pietro breathed out heavily. ‘You need to be more careful, Lena!’ he exclaimed. ‘That was almost a tragedy.’

Lena opened her mouth to object to being blamed for his ridiculous little dance but then shut it again. She needed this job. ‘I am sorry,’ she said, glaring at Pietro.

‘No harm done,’ said Pietro, looking a little guilty. ‘All’s well that ends well.’

Lena used the mop to wipe up the spilt water, wringing it out into the bucket.

The gallery phone rang. Simon disappeared into the back room, returning a few moments later looking concerned.

‘That was Sebastian’s,’ he said to an expectant Pietro. ‘They have cancelled the catering. Apparently there was an issue with their last invoice. You know how fastidious they can be.’

‘A disaster!’ exclaimed Pietro.

‘Should we postpone?’ ventured Simon. ‘I don’t see how we can have a champagne reception with no one to serve champagne.’

‘I can do it,’ said Lena, suddenly. ‘And my assistant. We can serve the drinks.’

Both men looked at her. There was silence for a moment.

Then Pietro embraced her. She wriggled uncomfortably, his linen shirt crumpling in her face. ‘The show must go on!’ he declared.

‘And the canapés?’ asked Simon.

‘Fromage d’Or!’ said Pietro. ‘I’ll call in a favour with Jean-Marie. Ah, it will be exquisite. I’m sick of those overpriced, miserable so-and-sos from Sebastian’s anyway. Leaner, sorry, Len-na, is our saviour.’

‘It will be twenty pounds an hour,’ said Lena, totting up sums in her head. ‘Each. Four hours minimum. And I put flyers for Lena’s Cleaners on the front desk.’

‘That’s what I like about you,’ said Pietro with a laugh. ‘Your continental directness reminds me of myself. None of this British reserve like poor Simon here. He wouldn’t ask for a sausage in a butcher’s shop!’

‘You were born in Wiltshire and went to Eton,’ objected Simon.

‘My blood is Italian,’ Pietro replied. ‘I can trace my lineage back to Raphael.’

Simon scoffed. ‘Really? You’ve never mentioned it.’

Pietro laughed. ‘Perhaps I am a little too proud,’ he said. ‘But I’m sure if Lena here was a descendant of Franz Liszt, she would remind us of that regularly.’

‘The only famous thing in my family,’ said Lena with a smile, ‘is my mama’s chicken paprikash.’
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